Newly appointed 
Art Center Director 
Thomas Garver was 
the search 
committee’s 
unanimous choice 
among 40 
applicants. He has 
mixed feelings 
about juried shows, 
enjoys “a rich 
bouillabaisse of 
events” and likes 
“an element of 
surprise.” Photo by 
Brent Nicastro 


‘Oh, Boy! Can We 
Get Him?’ (They Did.) 


by Ellen Rulseh 


T homas Garver remembers liking Mad- 
ison when he was here at the age of 
12, visiting the city on a vacation trip with his 
father and older brother in 1946. The 
images he recalls from that visit were his stay 
in the Lorraine Hotel (now a state office 
building) where he saw a room air-condi- 
tioner for the first time, and joking with his 
brother about what a funny name “Spoo and 
Son” seemed for a store. 

Garver has returned to Madison, 34 years 
later, to assume the directorship of the new 
Art Center. His childhood recollections seem 
Significant in light of his adult interests: an 
enjoyment of “the logical and stylistic 
systems of architecture” and “an element of 
surprise”—such as the images “Spoo and 
Son” might call up for a 12-year-old. 

Thomas Garver collects things: old fur- 
niture, modern art and clocks. He also brings 
with him an impressive collection of skills, 
knowledge and experience, which took him 
to such unlikely places as San Quentin 
Prison and a hospital in Minsk, U.S.S.R. 
The time he spent in San Quentin was a 
semester of teaching inmates a course in 
modern American art. And his visit to the 
Russian hospital was brought on by an unex- 
pected leg-vein problem while he was tour- 
ing three Russian cities—Moscow, Lenin- 
grad and Minsk—with “Representations of 
American Art,” a show he had organized in 
1977. 

Out of more than 40 applicants, Garver 
was the unanimous choice of the Art Cen- 
ter’s Search and Screen Committee, and 


was the only candidate formally interviewed. 
Janet Ela, volunteer curator of the Art Cen- 
ter, felt the strengths Thomas Garver 
brought with him were: “A knowledge of 
art—from the museums he worked at” in 
addition to “a feeling for art—you've got to 
love your subject; strong administrative 
skills; and a direct and forthright writing and 
Personal style.” She recounted her initial 
response to his application: “I thought, oh 
boy! Is there a chance we could get him?” 
According to a July press statement by 


Garver, the Art Center almost didn't. In its ° 


new location within the Civic Center, the 
MAC is burdened by higher overhead and 
less space. Costs have risen from $15,000 a 
year to an estimated $45,000, and the space 
has both architectural and functional prob- 
lems. Because of these problems, Garver 
“almost didn’t take the job.” But he did. 
Why? 

We began our talk in the new Art Center, 
on the landing above the stairs leading to the 
second-floor gallery space. Garver, who 
stands at about 5' 10", reached up to tap a 
low hanging track lighting fixture. “Here’s 
one of the problems,” he said, raising his 
Gothic-arched eyebrows above the thin 
frames of his glasses. “Now if I were 
oar ger 

We turned into an open alcove off the 
gallery and sat at a large conference table. 
Garver was wearing casual slacks and one of 
the “22nd Art Fair On The Square” T-shirts 
being sold at the Center's Art Fair that Satur- 
day afternoon. 

In spite of the problems, Garver feels there 
are unique opportunities in Madison and at 


the Art Center. “There’s a real spirit here, an... 


. eeindividualism that’s quirky, "_ per- 
sonal—people live here and are concerned 
about how they live. I'm impressed that a call 

‘for volunteer help at the Art Fair went out on 
listener-sponsored radio and that 500 
people showed up—people doing it because 
they want to.” ' 


Garver turned his hands palms up on the. 


table, interlacing his fingers, making a large 
bowl of his hands, and talked about the “rich 
bouillabaisse of things happening. A real 
city, where all in a few blocks you can find 
French, Greek, Spanish restaurants, erotic 
movies, where you can buy coal and oil, art 
in galleries, nice clothes, furniture, bicycle 
parts or backpack gear.” 

“The public location of the Art Center,” 
Garver continued, “has generated more in- 
terest. Attendance has increased significant- 
ly, from 17,000 to 20,000 a year, to that 
many visitors in a month. | intend to move 
the gallery art shop closer to the front of the 
space, to make it more accessible, and I want 
to use the front windows for exhibitions that 
Play to the street—to stop people's attention 
with something other than a commodity you 
buy. I like an element of surprise.” 

Garver sees the Art Center as a showplace 
for both artists of the region and those out- 
side. “There were many good things in the 
Biennale,” he said, referring to a recent 
show of Wisconsin artists. “It appears that 
many good artists have chosen to stay.” 

His role as director of the center will be “to 
create a completed visual environment— 
lighting, walls. It's important to have a con- 
sistent look, to avaid distraction from the art. 

“The Art Center is at a critical point due to 
both the changed location and character,”, 
Garver continued. “There will be a greater 


emphasis on the academic, intellectual focus": 


on art—the seeing of art. | want the board to 


crease ft. Major areas of. concern—space, ' 
support and programs. | hope to be able to 
set up an endowment in the future, and will 
stress the fact that the Art Center is private, 
not-for-profit but run for the public.” 
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helping people see what les beyond them. 
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Garver's other plans include less emphasis 
on classes once sponsored by the Art Cen+ 
ter, and Moré programs related to art, He 
hopes toidevelop:.a director of education : 
productions. .:” 3 Hs sta 

How does he feel about the response of 
some local artists to, the juried Biennale and 
the Art Fair—that in both cases, artists who 
were juried out organized alternative events 
(the Salon des Refuses and the Wisconsin. 
Artists -Annex Fair, respectively)? “Obvi- 
ously, the Art Center can’t accommodate 
everyone, but I want to see it work,” Garver 
said, adding that the rebel shows reflected 
the Madison individualism he finds attractive 
and vital. : 


' i 
And the Art Fair—what about charges by), 
some artists and others who question its 
value other than as a fund-raiser? “People | 
get other experiences—Greek dancing, the: 
jugglers,” Garver responded. About the fair's 
controversial jury system, he said, “For the 
decorative and craft tems sold there, a juried 
fair is sensible. | have mixed feelings about 
juried exhibits for contemporary ° art—| 
would prefer those decisions be left to a) 
curatorial staff. It's too..easy to blame a | 
juror.” : | 
When Garver talked in more detail about | 
his work with the inmates at San Quentin, he | 
became animated in describing one project 
done in conjunction with the “Floating 
Museum”—a project where inmates painted | 
a mural on a prison wall. The mural painted ! 
the view you could see if the wall weren't | 
there. He went on to describe how San | 
Quentin is “on a point of land overlooking | 
hills which turn straw-golden as plants dry || 


Position to organize films, lectures and video - 


~ out.” He ‘reached: out, as though to a dis- | 
. tance, gesturing -witth his hand, rolling. his. 
think in terms of longer-range plans, and I’: nst tm: hillsides, 6) i 
“hope to better compensate the staff and in- 
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project, which 
lay beyond a wall, seemed a metaphor for ‘| 
the task before him as director of the / 
Madison Art Center: dealing with walls, and 
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